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 The provision of credit, particularly credit targeted at rural populations, has been a long-
standing strategy in national development efforts in the world South. In Bangladesh, the 
birthplace of microcredit through the now-famous and globally influential Grameen Bank, rural 
credit was touted as central to development efforts in the 1970s.[1] However, neoclassical 
economists, who argued that such practices resulted in a distortion of the market for scarce 
investment funds, identified targeted and subsidized credit as a failure from the mid-1970s.[2] 
During this same period, a number of nongovernment organizations (NGOs) were 
experimenting with mechanisms for the alternative delivery of credit. Termed microcredit, 
these mechanisms involve the provision of collateral-free small loans to jointly liable people 
for the purposes of income generation and self-employment. The recipients of loans are 
typically not eligible for credit from commercial lenders, and they are predominantly women. 
In development circles, microcredit has generated a wave of enthusiasm with the Microcredit 
Summit Secretariat (MCS) launching a "global movement to reach 100 million of the world's 
poorest families, especially the women of those families, with credit for self-employment and 
other financial and business services, by the year 2005."[3]  
 
Amid the enthusiasm for microcredit, there has been limited critical response from 
development studies. This is in part a corollary of the "impasse" of the 1980s[4] and the fact 
that development studies is still coming to terms with the rise of NGOs and the proliferation of 
associated notions such as self-empowerment in the shifting development project. As 
development studies is informed by both a strong economic orientation and attempts to 
address the realities of poverty, microcredit is further insulated from critical inquiry as an 
initiative that promises both a commonsense good such as "empowerment" and a better 
standard of living for the poor. This article begins to address this lacuna by developing one 
framework for a critical response to initiatives such as microcredit.  
 
I first suggest that the critical tools for understanding the shifts in the development project 
need to be extended beyond those approaches that center on economic relations. To begin to 
address this need, I develop one aspect of postdevelopment literature by drawing on Michel 
Foucault's notion of dispositif--a task that requires some adjustments to the ways in which this 
concept has been used so far. The dispositif is particularly useful for engaging with the fluidity 
and heterogeneity of the development project and for consideration of relations of knowledge, 
power, and subjectivity alongside the economic. To address the question of the rise of NGOs 
and associated notions of autonomy and empowerment specifically, I make use of Foucault's 
concept of governmentality. Considering recent shifts in the development project through this 
lens highlights ways in which phenomena such as the rise of NGOs are not necessarily 
emancipatory. To the contrary, it suggests a basis for the emergence of initiatives and 
practices that increase the penetration of power into the social body of the Third World 
through the development dispositif. To demonstrate these issues and my approach I examine 
the Grameen Bank and microcredit movement, arguing that it is through "empowerment" that 
the developmentalist subjective modality is promoted in an operation of developmentalist 
discipline.  
 
Critical Approaches Beyond Economic Relations: Responding to the Changing 
Development Project  
 
Shifts within the development project of the 1980s saw a greater role for NGOs in 
development efforts. For instance, Abu Sarker notes that, in the case of Bangladesh, 
reduction in public services and state spending was accompanied by increased support for 
NGOs by Bangladesh's external development partners.[5] More generally, the downsizing of 
state-based functions of social welfare and development have resulted in the emergence of 
NGOs as prominent players in development efforts. The World Bank states that  
 
from 1970 to 1985 total development aid disbursed by international NGOs increased 
ten-fold. In 1992, international NGOs channelled over $7.6 billion of aid to developing 
countries. It is now estimated that over 15 percent of total overseas development aid 
is channelled through NGOs.[6] 
 
NGOs are also at the center of the proliferation of a range of approaches, including eco-, 
participatory, autonomous, and sustainable development, that are, in some respects, less 
directly informed by the drive for economic growth.[7] In other words, although development 
has always been multifaceted, and while the economic remains important, these diverse shifts 
signal the increasing dispersion of development.  
 
Much of development studies is not well placed to adequately analyze the multifaceted and 
changing nature of development. Despite the recent emergence of "postdevelopment" 
literature, which I will turn to shortly, much of critical development studies retains Marx's 
critical irruption into classical political economy as its legacy. Dependency theory and its 
contemporary variants focus on the exploitative and uneven relations set up in the world 
capitalist economy;[8] the historical-analytic approach of Immanuel Wallerstein's world-
systems theory defines the boundaries of a historical system on the basis of the division of 
labor;[9] the regulation school focuses on "regimes of accumulation" of economic products 
and accompanying "modes of regulation";[10] and various other political-economy-of-
development approaches analyze commodity chains and consider the differential positions 
occupied by human subjects in global production and consumption networks.[11]  
 
These approaches have much to offer in explicating the inequalities perpetrated through the 
world capitalist system as they are a well-developed and wide-ranging set of analytical tools 
for studying relations of production and their associated effects. However, despite the 
influence that Marxist-derived approaches have exerted, it is untenable to assume that 
drawing on economic relations allows us adequately to deal with all relations of domination 
through the multifaceted development enterprise, or with development as a whole. Nor should 
the economic assume priority: as several critical scholars have argued,[12] the economic is a 
cultural element that is specific, in the first instance, to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
West Europe. It has only subsequently been universalized, in part through Marxism and 
related critical approaches based in economic relations.[13] The requirement to move beyond 
approaches based in economic relations is rendered more pressing when development 
begins to be increasingly dispersed beyond the economic sphere from the mid-1980s.  
 
Philip McMichael's approach is interesting in that it acknowledges and attempts to deal with 
these shifts while broadly maintaining a political-economy framework.[14] McMichael argues 
that the reshuffle of development from the 1970s represents a shift from the "development 
project" to the "globalization project": a shift from a nationally managed pursuit of economic 
growth to one that is globally managed. To come to terms with other aspects of the reshuffle, 
and to identify possibilities for resistance to dominant economic forces, McMichael articulates 
an opposition between economic "globalists," who embody a rational and neoliberal 
economistic ethos, and cultural "localists," who advocate local knowledge, small-scale 
communities, and expressivism and self-empowerment.[15] For instance, he argues that 
globalization (conceived primarily as an economic process) weakens nation-states, but, 
where this occurs, "citizens have fresh opportunities to renew the political process ... [and 
generate] opposition."[16] These "responses to globalization" include fundamentalism; new 
social movements such as environmentalism, feminism, and the cosmopolitan localism 
exemplified in the Chiapas indigenous movement; and the reinvigoration of civil society more 
generally. The importance of the new social movements is particularly manifest in the 
approaches adopted by NGOs.  
 
Although McMichael's interpretation clearly recognizes the need to account for the shifts from 
the 1970s into the 1980s, his separation of economic from noneconomic relations and forces 
shares problems with more conventional economic approaches because it elides the way in 
which relations of power proceed through economic and noneconomic relations. In other 
words, the investing of expressivist, culturalist, and localist movements with the power to 
subvert dominant economism and development limits the analytical purchase we can bring to 
bear upon the reshuffle of the development project and the current conjuncture. In doing this it 
both limits interpretation of developmentalism as a culturally and historically contingent 
conceptualization of social change and diverts attention from the ways in which the 
movements that have emerged with the reshuffle may themselves be part of an operation of 
power. It also diverts attention from the likely linkages between the "economic" and 
"noneconomic" in the new initiatives that emerge through the reshuffle of development.  
 
From approximately the mid-1980s, a new body of critical literature has emerged that is not 
constrained by the centering of economic relations outlined above. "Postdevelopment" takes 
a radical stance by questioning the very category and project of development itself.[17] 
Drawing to some extent on the discursive turn in the social sciences as well as local, 
indigenous, and marginalized knowledges, these writers challenge many of the received 
orthodoxies of other approaches. Postdevelopment thus critiques development not only as a 
form of economic exploitation but also as environmentally maladaptive, as a discourse, a way 
of imagining the world, and as violence against local and indigenous cultures.  
 
The Development Dispositif  
 
Within this literature, one of the most promising avenues for coming to terms with the 
complexity and multifaceted nature of development has been opened up by Arturo 
Escobar[18] and James Ferguson[19] through their introduction of Foucault's notion of 
dispositif, or apparatus. Foucault uses the term dispositif to refer to a "thoroughly 
heterogeneous ensemble" of discursive and material elements.[20] A dispositif may consist of 
"discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative 
measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions," and so 
on.[21] The dispositif is not simply the collection of elements per se but also the "system of 
relations ... established between these elements."[22] The relationships between the various 
elements can be conceptualized in terms of relations of knowledge (discourse), power, and 
subjectivity.[23]  
 
In these relatively broad terms, the notion of the dispositif is appropriate for considering the 
postwar development project that emerges and operates as a complex ensemble of 
institutions, discourses, resource flows, programs, projects, and practices. Furthermore, 
because a heterogeneous collection of elements that acts on and emerges through the 
actions of a multitude of subjects clearly cannot operate entirely in concert, this 
conceptualization avoids the tendency, indulged in by some postdevelopment writers, to view 
development and its effects as monolithic and uniform.[24] The heterogeneous nature of the 
apparatus, and the idea that effects are not necessarily predictable, means that a wide range 
of both positive and negative outcomes can be generated through development without 
attributing these to a metasubject or force, or requiring that we solely see imposition or 
interdiction at play.  
 
At the same time, though, such ensembles operate to achieve overall effects, thereby serving 
a dominant strategic function.[25] For example, Foucault states that in the case of the 
dispositif of madness in the nineteenth century, such a function was "the assimilation of a 
floating population found to be burdensome for an essentially mercantilist economy."[26] 
Hence, while the various elements of the development dispositif clearly do not always operate 
in concert, they do have a relation to one another; they form an identifiable project, and they 
have an overall strategic effect, as Escobar points out,[27] of governing the Third World.  
 
Although Ferguson and Escobar introduce the dispositif they do not offer a significant 
explication of the term, and their use of it can be taken further and deployed more carefully. 
For instance, while there is much to recommend Ferguson's grounded ethnographic approach 
to the development apparatus, he regularly refers to it as a "conceptual apparatus," even 
indicating that this specification derives from Foucault.[28] However, Foucault clearly states 
that the dispositif is an ensemble of material and discursive elements.[29] The development 
dispositif may organize the way development scholars and practitioners conceptualize 
development, hut this is something quite different from a conceptual apparatus. Moreover, the 
idea that any single dimension of knowledge, power, or subjectivity (or any other set of 
relations, such as the economic) should not be prioritized or given an overdetermining role is 
central to the analytic framework of the dispositif and efforts to avoid the problems of the 
approaches I discussed above.  
 
Although Escobar uses the term apparatus much less regularly, a similar problem is evident 
in the place he accords the apparatus in relation to developmentalism, or the discursive 
formation of development. He states that  
 
the ensemble of forms found along these axes [of knowledge, power, and subjectivity] 
constitute development as a discursive formation, giving rise to an efficient apparatus 
that systematically relates forms of knowledge and techniques of power.[30] 
 
While it is somewhat unclear what is giving rise to the "efficient apparatus" in this statement, 
Escobar appears to be suggesting that the discursive formation gives rise to the dispositif, or 
that it at least has a prominent organizing role. Such a reading is supported by the role he 
claims for discourse in an earlier article, where he states that the "discourse of development 
... was able to form systematically the objects of which it spoke, to group them and arrange 
them in certain ways, to give them a unity of their own."[31] However, while Foucault argued 
in The Archaeology of Knowledge that discursive formations order the relationship of a range 
of material and discursive elements,[32] he also struggled to justify this prioritizing of 
discourse before adjusting his methodology with works that included Discipline and Punish 
and The History of Sexuality.[33] This later approach views relations of discourse and 
relations of power (both conceptualized as "practice") as mutually conditioning. In short, it is 
not possible to prioritize the discursive dimension of development over the more concrete 
development apparatus. Thus, while Escobar and Ferguson have introduced the notion of the 
dispositif, more careful treatment is required to advance this aspect of postdevelopment.  
 
The notion of dispositif is not articulated closely in Foucault's work, and problems in 
translation potentially cause confusion. Despite the emergence of the term apparatus as the 
most common translation, translators have noted that there is no straightforward 
corresponding term in English.[34] This perhaps accounts for some mistranslations, most 
notably in The History of Sexuality, where dispositif has been translated as a "construct," or 
"deployment."[35] In this situation I draw on Gilles Deleuze's explication[36] because of the 
rapport that existed between Foucault and Deleuze[37] and because Deleuze's is the only 
significant elaboration of the dispositif of which I am aware.  
 
Deleuze conceptualizes the dispositif, in the first instance, as a concrete social apparatus and 
a "tangle, a multilinear ensemble."[38] This formulation conveys the concern, shared by 
Foucault and Deleuze, that theory should be a tool to aid analysis rather than a reified entity 
or end in itself.[39] In more detail, Deleuze's account renders the multilinear ensemble as  
  
composed of lines, each having a different nature. And the lines in the apparatus do 
not outline or surround systems which are each homogeneous in their own right, 
object, subject, language, and so on, but follow directions, trace balances which are 
always off balance, now drawing together and then distancing themselves from one 
another.... Visible objects, affirmations which can be formulated, forces exercised and 
subjects in position are like vectors and tensors.[40] 
 
Thus an element of the dispositif, whether it be an institution, a particular program, or a 
practice, is integral to the apparatus. An element emerges and becomes recognizable at the 
same time as it gains a level of density in the dispositif. Following their emergence, elements 
are always subject to renegotiation, displacement, or consolidation. While the dispositif is 
flexible and somewhat amorphous, it consists in (and is therefore identifiable when we find) 
"strategies of relations of forces supporting and supported by types of knowledge."[41]  
 
Deleuze explicates three dimensions of the dispositif--relations of knowledge, power, and 
subjectivity--which correspond to each of the three major aspects of Foucault's work. 
However, this is a heuristic rather than substantive differentiation since the dimensions of 
knowledge, power, and subjectivity are recursive and formative of each other; they are 
"variables which supplant one another."[42] In other words, the dimensions of knowledge, 
power, and subjectivity "are irreducible, yet constantly imply one another."[43] While a 
dispositif exhibits a certain level of coherence and density, the multiplicity of relations that 
make up the development ensemble are continually renegotiated and open to contestation, 
reaffirmation, or consolidation. In this sense, the dispositif can be viewed as a more or less 
durable shifting coagulation of heterogeneous elements. Over the decades from the 1950s to 
the 1970s, the development dispositif both attains a level of density and exhibits a multiplicity 
of "internal" shifts and minor reconfigurations. These include discourses about participation, 
rural versus urban development, community development, and so on. However, the period 
from the late 1970s and into the 1980s sees a major reconfiguration of the development 
project, giving rise to interpretations such as McMichael's thesis about a shift from a 
development to a globalization project.  
 
The notion of dispositif provides a critical interpretive and analytical framework that moves 
beyond the problems of approaches based in economics and can accommodate the flux that 
characterizes the current state of play in development efforts. It allows us to maintain the 
various elements of the reshuffled development project and the accompanying relations of 
knowledge, power, and subjectivity in their appropriate dispersion. This means that an 
initiative need not be reduced to any particular set of relations. The dispositif also allows the 
drawing out of the interconnectedness among various sets of relations that emerge in "new" 
initiatives in development, such as autonomous development, the microcredit movement, and 
sustainable development, in order to consider how development reinvents itself. To develop 
and concretize this framework in the remainder of this article, I first consider the relationship 
between liberalism and relations of power and governance, before turning to the rise of 
neoliberalism and NGOs. I then briefly discuss the notions of autonomy and empowerment 
that are prominent in NGO discourse before turning to the microcredit movement. The 
following interpretation and analysis is necessarily partial and it tends to render development 
in a particular way. My aim, therefore, is only to have introduced a slightly novel approach and 
analyzed one small part of the development dispositif.  
 
Neoliberalism, Power and Governance, and NGOs in the Shifting Development 
Dispositif  
 
A central theme in Foucault's work on power and his discussions of governmentality is the 
correlation between the rise of the self-regulating and self-producing subject of liberalism and 
the increasing penetration of the mechanisms of power and governance into both the social 
and individual body. Foucault disrupts conventional political theory by showing that while 
liberalism, as both a political theory and rationality of government, concerns itself with a self-
determining and autonomous subject, it is actually under the cover of and through such a 
view and modality that contemporary power and governing proceeds.[44] The "free subject" of 
liberalism is produced as that subject is acted upon and acts upon himself or herself without 
the need for the operation of power as imposition or interdiction. Hence the extension of a 
certain type of control and governing of human subjects is consistent with the principle of 
liberal political rationality that "one always governs too much"--or, at any rate, one always 
must suspect that one governs too much.[45]  
 
Central to Foucault's work, and that of authors that have extended his remarks on 
governmentality,[46] is the mapping of the role that seemingly nonpolitical technologies such 
as social work, teaching, town planning, and the human sciences play in the operation of 
contemporary power and governance in Western liberal societies. These technologies incite 
subjects to act upon themselves and thereby engage in self-production and regulation with 
certain effects. These "nonpolitical" technologies were reinvigorated from the 1970s through 
the rise of neoliberalism, which "reactivates liberal principles: skepticism over the capacities 
of political authorities to govern for the best ... [and] vigilance over the attempts of political 
authorities to seek to govern."[47] In this schema, markets replace government planning, 
social services and welfare are to be discouraged, and economic entrepreneurship is to be 
promoted. Although the context is different, there are clear resonances with the programs of 
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the decline of nation-state 
involvement in development efforts in the Third World.[48]  
 
In the Third World as in the West, the rebirth of civil society and the rise of NGOs are 
frequently posed as a counterpoint to both the new neoliberal orthodoxy (the tyranny of the 
market) and the corruption, inefficiency, and mismanagement of the state. However, the 
relationship of NGOs to more "official" elements of the development dispositif is not easily 
characterized. On the one hand, NGOs appear to be opposed to neoliberalism and 
neoclassical economics in their emphasis on community, mobilization of local people, and 
opposition to IMF and World Bank programs such as structural adjustment. Yet on the other 
hand, and despite these obvious differences, NGOs--often with their roots in Western 
populisms, notions of civil society, and local-level Organization of citizens--eschew the 
involvement of state bureaucracies in the lives of "local people," a perspective that is broadly 
consistent with the aims of the structural adjustment policies of the IMF and World Bank. On 
this point, Michael Watts notes that World Bank discourse has changed to emphasize the 
powers and capacities of ordinary people at the same time as there has been a hardening of 
development economics.[49] Similarly, Doug Porter detects a parallel between the metaphors 
of "market" and "community."[50] He notes that in the application of neoclassical economic 
rationality to public life, it is argued that these metaphors, if let alone, tend "toward wise 
equilibria."[51]  
 
I do not propose to resolve this issue by offering a view on whether or not the rise of civil 
society and NGOs challenges mainstream, or official, developmentalism or the nation-state: 
such an effort would invariably be without any clear resolution and would only mirror the 
traditional philosophical opposition of state and civil society that obscures an understanding of 
the operation of contemporary power through seemingly nonpolitical technologies as 
explicated by Foucault and other governmentality scholars; in other words, efforts that seek to 
dichotomize development actors and efforts in terms of an a priori assumption about their 
position regarding the operation of power do not allow for adequate analysis. In place of such 
approaches, the view of development as a shifting coagulation of heterogeneous elements (a 
range of interrelationships) allows development initiatives to be considered without over-
predetermination or simplifying analysis. The dispositif thus guards against overly general 
interpretations of recent developments.  
 
It is thus apparent that the rise of NGOs should not necessarily be read as emancipatory. To 
the contrary, the combination of the winding back of state involvement in development, the 
rise of neoliberalism, and the status of NGOs as "nonpolitical" technologies are bases for the 
emergence of a range of practices that enable a greater penetration of power into the Third 
World through the development dispositif. To explore this further I want to consider the 
popular NGO operative notions of autonomy and empowerment.  
 
Beyond Participation: Autonomous Development and Empowerment  
 
Notions of autonomy and empowerment are prominent in NGO discourse as a means for 
locating ethical practice.[52] For Raft Carmen, autonomous development contrasts with any 
"interventionist project orchestrated from the outside" and instead promotes an approach that 
is "rooted in autonomous human agency."[53] From this perspective, the closely related ideas 
of community development and participation are critiqued to the extent that they integrate 
Third World subjects in interventionist projects. Hence Carmen outlines a critique of Robert 
Chambers's influential "rapid rural appraisal," or "putting people first" methodology,[54] and 
the notion of participation in development efforts: 
 
if participation is to be a vehicle, a feel-good enhancer or a cost-cutting device--[sic] 
in a word, a means towards an end such as fitting projects to people or empowering 
people in the "we must help them" or "we must enable them" mode--let this be clear. 
 
If, on the other hand, participation is genuinely about power--about people's ownership and 
control--then participation is not the most obvious nor the first term which springs to mind.[55] 
 
This critique leads Carmen to arrive at the idea of "autonomous development," and for 
Carmen autonomy means that Third World subjects are quite capable of alleviating and 
eradicating poverty themselves and refers to "the development of their [the poor's] bargaining 
power to an extent that [interveners] cannot unilaterally impose their conditions and 
regulations upon the poor as passive recipients."[56] In short, Carmen, and the movement of 
which he is part, advocates a shift to "people's self-development: autonomous human agency 
and people's power."[57] However, while the critique of more conventional approaches to 
development is well taken, the ideas of people power, empowerment, and autonomous 
human agency must be scrutinized.  
 
Carmen's implicit understanding of power, which he does not elaborate, emerges as a 
commonsense one in which preconstituted individuals exercise free will as they direct their 
own actions. The version of subjectivity in operation here is that of the liberal free subject. 
However, through analysis of contemporary liberal governance in the West, governmentality 
literature has shown that subjects are constituted through processes of subjectification that 
are infused with operations of power and that the directing of our own actions is bound with 
this government. The (self-)positioning of individual lives within the objectives set by 
reformers--whether activist or expert--in search of some social good links us "to a subjection 
that is the more profound because it appears to emanate from our autonomous quest for 
ourselves, it appears as a matter of our freedom."[58] It is in this context that Barbara 
Cruikshank argues that "we have wildly underestimated the extent to which we are already 
self-governing. Democratic government, even self-government, depends upon the ability of 
citizens to act upon their own subjectivity, to be governors of their selves."[59] Cruikshank 
goes on to show how self-esteem and empowerment serve as political technologies in this 
operation of government.[60]  
 
In the Third World context, the political technology of empowerment is currently in the process 
of being developed. Asinur Rahman, long-term practitioner and advocate of self-development, 
autonomy, and empowerment, notes that "the absence of an authentic people's point of view 
remains a serious limitation on how we define the dimensions of social development."[61] 
This requires  
 
a process of empowering and enabling the people to articulate and assert, by words 
and by deeds, their urges and thinking ... [as] one of the core dimensions of social 
development itself, for social development cannot have started if the people are 
unable to thus express and assert what social development means to them.[62] 
 
 While empowerment is always a complex and contradictory process, there are striking 
parallels with the production of the liberal subjects as analyzed by governmentality scholars. 
Here development and empowerment are intimately bound, signaling that the latter is not an 
apolitical process but one linked with a particular project.  
 
Rahman's version of empowerment is fundamentally about the production of self, and in 
particular that version of subjectivity promoted through the Western social sciences that 
enables subjects to generate and act upon their selves. It engenders "the feeling of knowing 
from self-inquiry and reflection," is directed toward building the "self-confidence of the 
disadvantaged," and is about  
 
a process of "awakening" or "animation" ... [that] implies not merely learning, knowing 
and understanding but also experiencing and grasping one's own intellectual powers 
in the same process, experiencing, in other words, self-discovery, including the 
discovery of oneself as a thinker and creator of knowledge.[63] 
 
 Empowerment in development, along with the related notion of autonomy, is thus both about 
the construction and positioning of a particular type of self and a linking of one's self to the 
question of social development. Hence, the applications of the notions of autonomy and 
empowerment in the Third World context signal both the export of the technologies of 
subjectification of Western governmentality and the enrollment of Third World subjects in 
developmental projects through these technologies. Autonomy, empowerment, and related 
notions thus deserve to be further scrutinized as part of critical development studies.  
 
One way to redirect our discussion of these notions in order to begin to take account of 
subjectivity as a political terrain is to consider development efforts in general as processes in 
which people are both acted upon by others and act on themselves. In this schema, notions 
of autonomy and empowerment are not accorded a special status. In order to consider the 
power-effects of particular development practices within the framework of the dispositif, we 
can ask how particular practices, initiatives, or projects on the one hand reinforce 
conventional developmentalist modalities, integrate subjects into the development dispositif, 
displace or write out other subjective modalities, or, on the other hand, disperse and 
proliferate modalities beyond developmentalism. This analysis requires the consideration of 
"new" practices both in terms of continuities and shifts from previous approaches and 
simultaneously in terms of interrelationships between relations of discourse, power, and 
subjectification.  
 
To illustrate the framework developed so far, and to further elaborate on some of the issues 
raised, I want to consider the popular and influential development practice of microcredit. As 
indicated in my introduction, the microcredit movement is not insignificant in the scheme of 
contemporary development efforts. In addition to embodying popular principles such as 
autonomy and empowerment, microcredit programs in Bangladesh expanded rapidly in the 
1980s and attracted international interest to become a major movement in the quest for 
sustainable and equitable development. The Grameen Bank had 2.3 million borrowers as of 
August 1998,[64] and the Microcredit Summit Secretariat reports that the Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee serves one million families.[65] Geoffrey Wood and Iffath Sharif 
note that the Grameen Bank model "is developing `panacea' status" since most bilateral and 
multilateral lenders, including the World Bank, are eager to promote and fund microcredit 
programs.[66] Microcredit has also been well received in mainstream development circles, 
with numerous quantitative studies revealing positive effects.[67]  
 
Exploring microcredit demonstrates both its continuities and discontinuities with the previous 
development dispositif and highlights subjectification as a political terrain. I begin with the 
Grameen Bank as it is frequently touted as a model for the development of other microcredit 
programs.  
 
 Microcredit: Neoliberal Developmentalism  
 
 In recounting the story of the foundation of the Grameen Bank, founder and managing 
director Muhammad Yunus recalls his frustration with economic theory, which led him to "run 
away from the textbooks ... to confront real life as it unfolded each day" in the villages around 
Chittagong University in Bangladesh.[68] The situation Yunus found in the villages led him to 
provide small collateral-free loans that he had no trouble in having repaid. Although Yunus 
initially had difficulty finding mainstream support for his venture, these early successes led to 
the formation of the Grameen Bank in 1983.[69]  
 
Grameen operates on very different principles from traditional banks: borrowers own 92 
percent of bank shares, collateral is not required, and loans are made exclusively to poor 
people, 94 percent of whom are women.[70] In Yunus's words, "The less you have the higher 
priority you get in receiving loans from Grameen. If you have nothing, you get the highest 
priority."[71] There is also a major contrast with traditional forms of lending for development. 
When Grameen loans are compared with those of organizations such as the World Bank and 
national foreign-aid bodies, the difference in size of loans is striking, foreign development 
experts are absent, and faith is placed less in technocratic programming and more in the 
resourcefulness of local people. Credit is also channeled directly to the local poor, thus 
avoiding the commonly cited problems of mismanagement and corruption. This shift from 
more traditional development approaches has no doubt contributed to the popularity of 
microcredit. Microcredit is viewed as positive for other reasons, too: the provision of credit to 
those who would not otherwise have been able to obtain it except perhaps through an 
exploitative relationship with a moneylender is readily seen as a step forward. Jessica 
Matthews goes so far as to comment that microcredit may have "found a spark to 
revolutionary change."[72]  
 
However, if we return to Yunus's experience in the villages around Chittagong University in 
the mid-1970s that led to the formation of Grameen, his evaluation of the situation is striking 
for both its neoliberalism and economism, and thus for its concurrence with emerging and 
established trends in the shifting development dispositif. The problems he encountered were 
viewed as eminently solvable with "some individual initiative and determination" and "working 
capital."[73] Yunus states he "ran away from the textbooks," but the solution that was so self-
evident to him falls entirely within the developmentalist framework. Notions of individual 
initiative, determination, and provision of capital to improve people's situations and increase 
economic growth are a micro version of the dominant economistic development approach and 
resonate with aspects of modernization theory that dominated in the 1950s and 1960s. Thus 
while it is possible to view microcredit as a radical departure from conventional development 
practice, it also exhibits significant continuities with the approach of previous decades and 
does not introduce a rupture or significant shift at the level of the serious speech acts of the 
development dispositif.  
 
This continuity in relations of discourse is paralleled by continuity in relations of power and 
governing. In illustrating a contrast with conventional banks, Yunus writes that  
 
Grameen literally runs after poor women who are terribly alarmed at the very suggestion of 
borrowing money from the bank, do not have any business experience whatsoever, may 
never have touched paper money in their lives, and never dared to think about running a 
business of their own. Grameen tries to convince them that they can successfully run a 
business and make money.[74] 
 
While the aim of this statement is to highlight the liberating role Grameen plays, it also 
illustrates continuities between Grameen operations and the early years of the World Bank's 
operation, when demand for loans had to be created.[75] As with the World Bank, local 
people need to be convinced of the need for Grameen involvement. This effort at enrollment 
of subjects in the developmentalist Grameen Bank project signals the operation of related 
processes of subjectification and discipline.  
 
The directions of subjectification promoted by Grameen and the wider microcredit movement, 
including their consistency with a neoliberal approach, are made explicit in various microcredit 
promotional publications. The focus on income generation, self-employment, and the 
encouragement of developmentalist subjectivities is a consistent theme in the microcredit 
approach, with the MCS noting that one of the characteristics of successful microcredit 
programs is the provision of "appropriate management expertise" to their 
"microentrepreneurs."[76] The result is that microcredit exhibits a consistency with the aims of 
mainstream neoliberal developmentalist institutions such as the World Bank and promotes a 
valorization of developmentalist subjectivities. The president of the World Bank, James D. 
Wolfensohn, stated approvingly in 1996 that  
 
microcredit programs have brought the vibrancy of the market economy to the 
poorest villages and people of the world. This business approach to the alleviation of 
poverty has allowed millions of individuals to work their way out of poverty with 
dignity.[77] 
 
While dignity is no doubt involved, it is defined as a particular modus vivendi embodied in the 
business approach to poverty. As Yunus states, the aim of Grameen lending is to make "it 
easy for a poor `nobody' to take the leap to become an enterprising `somebody.'"[78] Here 
the entrepreneurial subjectivity is elevated above other subjective modalities that the 
individuals, or the targets of microcredit programs, may already be living or inclined to take 
up.  
 
Yunus goes so far as to link credit with the discursive archetype of liberal Western 
subjectification--the notion of human rights. He states that "credit is a human right.... If we can 
come up with a system which allows everybody access to credit while ensuring excellent 
repayment, I guarantee you poverty will not last long."[79] He goes even further, stating:  
 
In the "right" world, we have to instil in people's minds that everyone creates his or her own 
job. We can build institutions so that each person is supported and empowered to do this. The 
more self-employment becomes attractive, wide-ranging, and self-fulfilling, the more difficult it 
will be to attract people for wage jobs.[80] 
 
While notions such as empowerment and self-fulfillment have widespread appeal, I have 
discussed how these notions are not apolitical but a terrain that is organized and managed. In 
the case of microcredit operations, self-fulfillment is simultaneously defined, produced, and 
managed by institutions such as Grameen as successful entrepreneurialism and a 
developmentalist approach to wealth. An accompanying effect of this individualization of 
poverty is its depoliticization: as the poor are made responsible for their poverty, redistributive 
approaches to poverty alleviation tend to be ignored.[81]  
 
The process of subjectification necessarily involves disciplinary operations. These operations, 
and indeed the disciplinary imperatives of Grameen, are less openly discussed in the 
literature than other aspects of microcredit. Discipline begins with the enrollment of 
microcredit members and the requirement that prospective lenders must form into a peer 
group or "loan committee" of five.[82] The groups are designed to act as a "monitoring, 
supervising and problem solving body"[83] and to provide social solidarity and forum for 
discussion of social-development issues. However, Rahman's fieldwork shows that in recent 
practice the work group operates primarily as a means for recovering loan repayments.[84] 
The processes for the formation of these groups and the initial lending processes are 
illustrative of the disciplinary operation.  
 
A group receives formal recognition from Grameen (and thereby an opportunity to loan 
money) when all members learn and memorize the rules and regulations of the bank and 
when they pass an oral examination.[85] In these early stages, the role of the bank's loan 
officer is to "convince the borrower that she can use money to improve her life."[86] Once 
groups are formed, between six and eight groups then create a loan center.  
 
Women who belong to a new loan center take the responsibility of building a center-house or 
finding an available free space within their vicinity for the weekly meetings and loan operation. 
Fulfillment of these basic requirements by borrowers at a center makes them eligible for 
loans. The Bank grants credits to individual borrowers sequentially by establishing a unique 
time cycle. In the first sequence of the cycle only two members from a group receive loans. 
The bank worker observes their loan repayment behaviours for at least two months and their 
satisfactory completion of the loan repayments entitles the next two in the group to receive 
loans. In this micro-credit program the individual is kept in line by a considerable amount of 
pressure from other members of the group.[87] 
 
The formation of the loan committee and the deployment of its system of peer accountability 
represent a multistage disciplinary technique. The first stage, which involves an initial period 
of training and self-learning about Grameen rules and modes of operation, serves to enroll 
subjects into Grameen entrepreneurialism and associated subjective modalities. In the 
second stage, this first operation is linked to the simultaneous discipline of both individuals 
and peers. Here the linking of provision of a loan to one member with the behavior of other 
members of the group, initially through the mechanism of a time delay, is a particularly 
innovative and important part of this technique since it establishes a direct relation between 
personal desire or need and the imperative to discipline others. Through the disciplinary 
technique of the loan committee, examination is deployed continuously. This extends from the 
initial oral examination regarding rules and procedures of Grameen to the supervision by the 
bank officer of the initial repayments and then to the peer supervision enacted by members. It 
is in this disciplinary context that stringent loan conditions can be met and that the very poor 
are judged a good credit risk.[88]  
 
Disciplinary rituals carried out at the loan centers complement the peer accountability 
engendered through the structure and operation of the loan committee. While the operation of 
power is more diffuse as microcredit recipients go about their daily lives, the loan center is the 
site where the lines of force of the disciplinary technology of Grameen microcredit are 
gathered together and are most dense. Before the weekly meetings with the bank officer, 
recipients gather at the loan center and assemble in a matrix according to their loan-
committee groups.[89] When the bank officer is present and all members are assembled, the 
members rise, salute, and recite the Grameen Bank credo: "Discipline, Unity, Courage, and 
Hard Work." This ritual precedes physical exercises and collection of payments from 
members.[90] In his observation of Grameen loan-center operations, David Bornstein notes 
that the "rules [of Grameen] act as a tight web ... ensuring that villagers are brought together 
frequently in a setting where they are forced to answer for their actions before all eyes."[91] 
As the meeting closes, members recite Grameen's sixteen disciplinary imperatives--
injunctions such as:  
 
• Prosperity we shall bring to our families.   
• We shall grow vegetables all year round. We shall eat plenty of them and sell the 
surplus.   
• We shall always keep our children and the environment clean.   
• For higher income we shall collectively undertake bigger investments.    
• If we come to know of any breach of discipline in any center, we shall all go there and 
help restore discipline.[92]  
 
While Grameen's practice of targeting poor women is broadly seen as commendable by 
outside donors and lenders, closer scrutiny reveals a different story, and in fact, in accounting 
for the high percentage of women members, it is found that the Grameen disciplinary 
imperatives extend beyond the techniques of the loan committee and the operation of the 
procedures at center meetings. Rahman shows that while the official line is that targeting 
women provides faster improvements in family conditions and solidarity for women, the bank 
practice of actually excluding men from the program and focusing on women has much more 
to do with women being more amenable to the discipline.[93] In his field-work, Rahman found 
that men were regarded by bank workers as arrogant and difficult to deal with; as a result, 
men tended to be discouraged or excluded, whereas women, who in a village are more easily 
traced and who tend to be shy or submissive, were accepted. Furthermore, loans may in fact 
end up going to men--passed on to them by women who have been pressured by husbands 
and family members. As Rahman reports, women can thereby find themselves the target of 
increased pressure and violence as they negotiate both the requirements of Grameen and 
pressure from men.[94] The disciplinary operation is thus strongly gendered.[95]  
 
This local operation of discipline systematically integrates microcredit recipients into the 
financial and economic networks of the microcredit organization and the development 
dispositif on a long-term basis. The MCS reports that one of the characteristics of successful 
microcredit programs is "the incentive of access to larger loans following successful 
repayment of first loans."[96] The result is that people may be recipients of microcredit for 
many years. In reporting favorably on the operation of Grameen, Matthews states that after 
ten years of borrowing, 48 percent of borrowers had crossed the poverty line.[97] Slightly 
more optimistic is Yunus's quoting of figures that after eight to ten years, 57 percent of 
Grameen borrowers had escaped poverty.[98] That it should take such a number of years to 
significantly improve the situation of approximately one-half of Grameen Bank recipients 
signals the high repayment rates, lack of concessionality, and linkage of local branches with 
the rest of the lending organization and its broader imperatives. In the case of Grameen, 
branches borrow from headquarters at 12 percent and lend at 20 percent.[99] The margin is, 
of course, extracted from the recipients in the microcredit programs. In the spirit of 
entrepreneurialism, this allows the branches to become profitable and Grameen to expand its 
operations.  
 
Central to this integration of subjects into microcredit operations and wider financial and 
economic networks is the question of lender or microcredit institution sustainability,[100] 
including access to capital markets in place of reliance on donor capital. In this context, 
microcredit programs are distinguished from "the traditional moneylender's crippling rates of 
interest," while rates of interest determined by the global capital market are accorded a quasi-
natural status, with the "marriage of microcredit and commercial financial markets" high on 
the MCS agenda.[101] Where borrowing from commercial capital markets is currently 
practiced for the provision of microcredit programs, it is viewed favorably. Thus the MCS is 
able to note approvingly that "the world's most sophisticated capital markets have actually 
been linked with the promise to pay of a woman microentrepreneur selling her wares on a 
street corner in La Paz."[102] Beyond the acceptance of market rates as valid as part of the 
quest for lender sustainability, what can be overlooked is the fact that on-lending involves 
costs above the market rate. Since these costs are linked with commercial markets through 
disciplinary techniques, they must ultimately be extracted from the final borrowers in 
microcredit programs.  
 
When funds are provided on a concessional basis outside the market, the MCS sees these as 
a temporary measure in the microcredit institution's graduation to self-funding through 
commercial markets. Thus "soft loans should be provided in an environment of market 
discipline," which includes "clearly articulated and measurable performance measures."[103] 
This graduation process, which is viewed as a key way in which microcredit programs can be 
expanded to meet the MCS goal of providing microcredit to 100 million of the world's poorest 
families by 2005, signals the potential for a massive extension of the disciplinary techniques 
associated with joint-responsibility systems and the accompanying valorization of 
developmentalist subjective modalities.[104] In short, it signals the possibility of a greater 
penetration of power into the social body of the Third World and the closer integration of Third 
World subjects into the development dispositif through the political technology of microcredit.  
 
In reinscribing the neoliberal and developmentalist approach at the micro level through 
innovative disciplinary techniques, microcredit programs have the effect of promoting 
entrepreneurial subjective modalities over other ways of being and of integrating Third World 
subjects into financial and economic networks and the development dispositif. In this process, 
poverty is depoliticized through an individualistic rather than redistributive approach to its 
alleviation. This is not to suggest that people are not empowered by microcredit, or that it is 
not of assistance in improving the lives of Third World subjects. Rather, it is precisely through 
the empowering nature of microcredit that entrepreneurial subjectivities and approaches to 
poverty alleviation are valued and promoted over others. The point is not that microcredit 
should be viewed entirely in the negative, but that "new" initiatives deserve to be scrutinized 
in terms of the political effects of their continuities and discontinuities with earlier approaches. 
While microcredit exhibits clear discontinuities with earlier and more conventional 
development practices, the deployment of neoliberalism and entrepreneurialism highlights 
that microcredit deserves not to be viewed as a complete break with the past but as a 
reconfiguring of development practice and its operations of power.  
 
In the context of shifts in the operation of development from the 1980s, the notion of dispositif 
emerges as a powerful framework for considering both the ways development reinvents itself 
and the relations of power that operate through these reinventions. The dispositif allows us to 
move beyond problems surrounding critical approaches based in economic relations and 
more adequately to analyze the reconfiguration of development through the rise of 
neoliberalism and NGOs. While McMichael's approach opposes the rationalism and 
economism of globalization with the culturalism and localism of new social movements 
embodied in NGOs and civil society, thereby eliding the ways in which these developments 
are part of the operation of power, the dispositif enables a less programmatic approach by 
conceptualizing development as a shifting coagulation of elements that exhibits certain 
continuities and discontinuities with previous formations. Shifts in development are negotiated 
within, and therefore can be analyzed in terms of, the framework of the earlier dispositif and, 
more broadly, developmentalism. 
 
Use of this conceptualization demonstrates that the reconfiguration of development involves a 
shift in the operation of power that is linked with, but not dependent on, economic relations. 
This shift involves a greater penetration of power into the Third World through development 
as the role of nation-states in development efforts is wound back, along with increased 
pressure from institutions such as the World Bank for a neoliberal economic-policy 
environment. This link with changes in economic relations cannot be separated from the rise 
of NGOs, increased emphasis on civil society, and contemporary popular and alternative 
approaches that emphasize notions of autonomy and empowerment. Following the 
problematization of the terrain of the self explicated by Foucault and other governmentality 
scholars, these developments cannot necessarily be viewed as emancipatory, but instead 
need to be considered in terms of the complex mix of effects they generate. These effects can 
just as readily include the reinforcing of conventional developmentalist modalities, the 
integration of subjects into the development dispositif, and the displacement, or writing out, of 
other subjective modalities, as they can include the easing of economic hardship and the 
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